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The Yellow Wallpaper, by 
Charlotte Perkins Gilmans 
 
Inspiration 
• An exaggerated account of the author’s personal 
experiences in 1887, shortly after the birth of her 
daughter 
• Gilman began to suffer from serious depression 
and fatigue; she was diagnosed with 
neurasthenia and was prescribed a “rest cure” of 
forced inactivity.  
• For several weeks she was forced to remain in 
bed in total passivity and was forbidden to read 
and write. The goal of the treatment was to 
promote domesticity and calm her agitated 
nerves.  
• After enduring the “rest cure”, the doctor told her 
“to go home and live as domestic a life as 
possible … and never to touch pen, brush or 
pencil again as long as you live” 
 She followed the doctor’s orders, but eventually, 
she felt herself beginning to go slowly insane, 
and at one point, was reduced to crawling under 
her bed  
• When she recovered from the treatment, she 
wrote “The Yellow Wallpaper”  
The Historical Context 
• Numerous mental pathological disorders among 
women between 1870 and WWI  
• Hysteria became the quintessentially “female 
malady” believed to be a mental disturbance 
associated with the womb (ὑστέρα "hystera“, in 
Greek) 
• Hysteria and femininity became co-terms 
standing for extreme emotional states 
 
 
• How was hysteria treated? 
 In France: Charcot, the “Napoleon of 
neuroses”, a controversial figure 
 
"Iconographie photographique de 
la Salpêtrière" (Jean Martin Charcot, 1878) 
The “rest cure”  
 In late Victorian psychology the “rest cure” was 
applied to treat cases of mental disorders and 
depression, which were becoming alarmingly 
frequent among young women  
• Developed by Weir Mitchell. It consisted of 
immobility, isolation, massage and diet 
•  Among his patients: Charlotte Perkins Gilman, 
Alice James, Edith Wharton, Jane Addams, 
Winifred Howells (all women with artistic and 
intellectual aspirations) 
 
 
 
• Dr. Weir Mitchell was well aware that the rest 
cure was a “rather bitter medicine” for her 
patients, whom he probably deemed spoilt and 
restless  
 “When they are bidden to stay in bed a month, 
and neither to read, write, nor sew, and have 
one nurse – who is not a relative – then rest 
becomes for some women a rather bitter 
medicine, and they are glad enough to accept 
the order to rise and go about when the doctor 
issues a mandate” 
 
• The misogynist implications of the rest cure have 
been underlined by feminist historians: 
• Women were “cured” by “restoring them to a 
properly passive role or by subordinating them 
to an enlightened but dictatorial male will” 
• Forced into a child-like dependence, the patient 
“was reborn, re-educated by the parental team 
of subservient female nurse and godlike male 
doctor” 
Themes 
• Repressed imagination is the fundamental 
cause of psychotic breakdown, and denying a 
fundamental part of oneself is ultimately 
destructive 
• The domestic sphere may be a prison for 
women  
•  The “rest cure” was not only an ineffective 
treatment in cases of depression; it was also 
lethal for women suffering from post partum 
depression   
Critical Reaction 
• The public reaction to the story 
was strong, if mixed.  
• In many circles, “The Yellow 
Wallpaper” was perceived as 
nothing more than a horror 
story, stemming from the 
gothic example of Edgar Allen 
Poe and Mary Shelley.  
• It was not until the 1970s that 
the story was also recognized 
as a feminist narrative worthy 
of historical and literary 
scholarship.  
 
Interpretations 
• At the fin de siècle: a horror story, “chilling” 
and “morbid” 
• In the 1970s: A text that hides a feminist 
tale of protest underneath its gothic 
surface → The narrator is driven mad by 
patriarchy 
• In the 1990s: scholars have underlined 
irrational elements in the text → The 
narrator is driven mad by the wallpaper   

